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Spending Control: Today’s Challenge 


By Heywood Bell 


Assistant to Senator Harry Byrd 


EED for control of Federal expenditures has been clearly demonstrated during the past year. 
Appropriations were reduced $5% billion in response to an unprecedented grass roots 
demand to cut the budget. And what happened? The President’s Midyear Budget Review, on 
October 1, before the first Russian sputnik, announced expenditures would exceed previous 


estimates. There are still some people who 
want to know how you can increase expendi- 
tures when you reduce appropriations. 

The experience of this year and the magnitude 
of new appropriations now in prospect are certainly 
a challenge to look for a new and more effective grip 
on the problem. If this is what we propose to do, 
perhaps it would be worthwhile to look again at 





spect to fiscal legislation. The taxing and spending 
sides of the budget are never in juxtaposition during 
consideration for enactment. 


Even more curiously, when the President submits 
his budget recommendations, Congress breaks up the 
appropriation side into ten or more separate, unre- 
lated appropriation bills. Without ever looking again 


some of the basic reasons why 
expenditure control has been 
lost, review previous propos- 
als for its recapture, and de- 
velop some of the possibilities 
for a new approach. But first 
I shall divert a moment for 
background purposes to pick 
up a few strange tenets from 
the unwritten Federal fiscal 
catechism. 


It is a curious thing but 
when people talk about the 
Federal budget they are usu- 
ally referring to Federal ex- 
penditures. We seem to over- 
look the fact the budget has 
a revenue side. 


This is true also in the 
legislative processes with re- 


This Issue In Brief 


In the interest of good, sound, govern- 
ment and the taxpayer, the need for Con- 
gressional recapture of Federal spending 
control is urgent. 

With prospects that an already record- 
breaking budget will be surmounted by 
new spending proposals called forth by a 
combination of Sputnik and the recession, 
it is more imperative than ever that ade- 


quate controls be exercised says Heywood 
Bell. 
Summarizing current control proposals, 


” 


he notes that they are “directed generally 
at effect “‘instead of cause” and that there 
has been a failure to tackle the basic 
breaches in the system. 

He suggests a revitalized approach to 
spending controls; an attack on the prob- 
lem in the legislative, appropriations and 
administrative areas, 





at the whole during its delib- 
eration, the Legislative Branch 
enacts the appropriation 
budget piecemeal over a pe- 
riod of six months or longer. 


These are not the only od- 
dities which impede intelli- 
gent consideration of fiscal 
legislation. When we talk 
about appropriations we fre- 
quently confuse them with 
expenditures, or vice versa. In 
these days there may be a vast 
difference between annual ap- 
propriations and annual ex- 
penditures. 


Under the current and out- 
moded legislative procedure 
for enacting appropriation 
bills, it is possible in a year 
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when revenue is high to enact appropriations, which 
may be actually spent in subsequent years when rev- 
enue may be low. 


It is strange, but it is true, that Congress does not 
act directly to control annual expenditures. Legisla- 
tion providing funds for Federal agencies deals ex- 
clusively with appropriations (not expenditures ). No 
standing committee of Congress concerns itself di- 
rectly with the matter of Federal expenditures, as 
such, and Congress as a whole works under the same 
budgetary handicap. 


Where Control Is Lost 


Returning more directly to the subject of Federal 
expenditure control, it seems that control, or rather, 
for emphasis in this discussion, lack of control, origi- 
nates in three broad areas, (1) basic statutes, (2) 
appropriation legislation and procedures, and (3) ex- 
ercise of budgetary and administrative authority. 


There are statutory provisions which preclude 
regular appropriation control over billions of dollars 
and limit both budgetary and administrative control. 


There are Appropriations Committee procedures 
which make annual expenditure control by Congress 
over still more billions of dollars virtually impossible. 


Lack of planning coordination in the Executive 
Branch breaks down budgetary and administrative 
control still further. 


These, generally, are the basic reasons why ex- 
penditure control has been lost. More specifically: 


There are statutory provisions for 80 permanent 
appropriations, totaling $8.3 billion a year. The Ap- 
propriations Committees give these permanent appro- 
priations no consideration and neither does anyone 
else. 


Heywood Bell has been legislative assistant to 
Sen. Harry F. Byrd for more than 20 years. A 
former newspaperman in his native Virginia, 
he first worked with newspapers there and later 
for the Associated Press in Richmond and 
Washington. Mr. Bell met the veteran senator 
while covering the nation’s capital for AP, join- 


ing the senator’s staff in 1936. With time out 
(four years) for World War II and in various 
personal and committee jobs, Mr. Bell has been 
with the senator’s staff since. This article is 
based on an address by Mr. Bell to the National 
Taxpayers Conference in Washington Febru- 
ary 24. 
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There are billions of dollars expended annually 
through appropriations where the annual rate is tied 
to formulae and other conditions fixed by statute, 
such as many of the programs for grants to states 
and payments to individuals. 


Except for relatively small administrative expendi- 
tures, there is virtually no appropriation control over 
expenditures through the huge revolving funds, so- 
called business enterprise activities, and government 
corporations which have been established by statute. 


Perhaps the worst of the statutory expenditure 
authorization devices, which by-passes both appro- 
priation and expenditure control, is a thing called 
authority to expend from public debt receipts. Prac- 
tically speaking, the Appropriations Committees never 
see or hear about expenditures under this gimmick. 


Commodity Credit and most of the housing and 
other lending programs including Export-Import 
Bank, are financed in this manner. There are some 
25 such authorizations under which approximately 
$24 billion can still be spent with no appropriation 
control. 


When we speak of Appropriations Committee pro- 
cedures which make annual expenditure control by 
Congress over still more billions of dollars virtually 
impossible, we refer primarily to the tremendous bal- 
ances which have been built up in the long-term 
appropriations. 


There are two principal types of long-term appro- 
priations: (1) multi-year appropriations which are 
for a specified time in excess of one year; and (2) 
no-year appropriations which remain available until 
the purpose is accomplished. 


These long-term type appropriations lend them- 
selves to the accumulation of tremendous balances 
of unused spending authority which are carried over 
from year to year. Expenditures from these balances 
are Outside of annual appropriation control. 


While these balances remain, Congress finds that 
a cut in new appropriations does not necessarily re- 
duce expenditures in the coming year. For example, 
suppose a program is carrying over a balance of $1; 
it requests a new appropriation of $1; and it plans 
to spend $1. Congress can eliminate the new appro- 
priation entirely without necessarily affecting expendi- 
tures in the coming year. 


By the same token, when Congress reduces or 
increases new appropriations to one of these long- 
term programs, it does not know in what year its 
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action will affect the expenditure rate. Actually re- 
ductions in these appropriations are frequently nulli- 
fied later by supplementals. 


Balances in regular appropriations at the start of 
the fiscal year next July 1 are estimated at more 
than $40 billion from which expenditures may be 
made with virtually no appropriation control during 
the current session of Congress. In addition, balances 
in authority to spend from debt receipts total more 
than $24 billion; balances in contract authorizations 
total $1.5 billion; and balances in revolving and man- 
agement funds total more than $3.6 billion. 


Control Need Obvious 


These balances from which expenditures may be 
made practically outside of appropriation control total 
nearly $70 billion. 


The President has requested new expenditure au- 
thority totaling $72.5 billion—$7 1.4 billion in appropri- 
ations and reappropriations, $800 million in authority 
to spend from the debt, and $300 million in contract 
authorizations. 


With approximately $140 billion available to Fed- 
eral spending agencies, virtually beyond annual Con- 
gressional control, the need for effective annual 
administrative and budgetary control over expendi- 
tures is obvious. 


There can be no doubt about the fact that effective 
expenditure control is seriously impaired if not lost 
in the Federal government and the reasons are basic 
and varied. 


Reviewing previous proposals to recapture control 
over the annual rate of Federal expenditures, it seems 
that in most instances we have failed to tackle the 
basic breaches. Most of the proposals have been 
directed generally at effect instead of cause, or at 
trees instead of the woods. 


This is not to be interpreted as criticism. These 
proposals represent recognition that the problem ex- 
ists, and point to areas of deficiency. Above all, they 
serve notice that acceptance of profligate Federal 
spending is not unanimous. 


Some of the proposals are listed here with the idea 
that the best elements in them may be used in a 
more comprehensive approach. 


Among the proposals which might fall into the 
category of dealing with the effect instead of the 
cause are: 


1. The Ray resolution (H.R. 476), which simply 
declares it to be the “sense of the House” that 
1959 expenditures shall not exceed $68 billion. 


2. The Byrd-Bridges resolution (S.J.R. 36) for a 
constitutional amendment requiring a balanced 
budget, and similar resolutions by Representa- 
tive Coudert (H.J.R. 24), and others. 


. The Coudert Bill (H.R. 40) which would es- 
tablish a statutory requirement for a balanced 
budget. 


w 


4. Bills requiring annual debt reduction, such as 
those by Senator Saltonstall (S. 1738) and Rep- 
resentatives Rhodes (H.R. 6466), Bennett (H.R. 
8457) and Springer (H.R. 8489). Annual debt 
reduction of necessity would require at least a 
balanced budget. 


Among the proposals which might fall into the 
category of dealing with the trees instead of the 
woods are: 


1. The Legislative Reorganization Act provision 
creating a Joint Committee on the Legislative 
Budget. This Joint Committee was supposed to 
review the President’s budget, and bring in its 
own. The Legislative Reorganization Act has 
been in effect more than ten years, but this 
Joint Committee met only once and it never has 
brought in a legislative budget. 


2. The proposal by former Secretary of the Treas- 
ury Humphrey and the late Budget Director 
Hughes to hold each appropriation bill after 
its passage in a sort of a “deep freeze” until 
the enactment of the last bill. The proposal con- 
templated that at the end there would be a gen- 
eral amendment bill to bring the budget in 
balance. This proposal was never introduced. 


3. The so-called Single Appropriation Bill (S. Con. 
R. 25) which would require that all appropria- 
tions be assembled in one bill and that each 
item would include a limitation on expenditures 
from both new appropriations and prior-year 
balances. 


4. The bills to provide for enactment of appropria- 
tions on an “annual accrued expenditure basis,” 
introduced in the Senate by Senators Kennedy 
and Payne (S. 434) and in the House by Repre- 
sentative Rogers (H.R. 8002). This proposal 
has come nearer passage than any other. It has 
been passed by the Senate, and it is now on the 
House Calendar. 
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5. Numerous resolutions and bills proposing item 
veto authority for the President. 


There have been other proposals directed in gen- 
eral, but not so specifically, at the problem of ex- 
penditure control. Among these are: 


1. The Cannon Bill (H.R. 2000) which would 
create an “Office of the United States Budget” 
in the Legislative Branch. 


2. The McClellan Bill (S. 1585) and others, which 
would establish a “Joint House-Senate Commit- 
‘tee on the Budget” to assist in studying and 
evaluating budget requirements. 


The proposals to date have many common char- 
acteristics which may be briefly summarized as fol- 
lows: 


Generally speaking, they are single-pronged ap- 
proaches to the desired effect which, with few ex- 
ceptions, fail to reach the principal elements in the 
complex of basic causes. 


Even if the best features in all of them were con- 
solidated and adopted, recapture of Federal expendi- 
ture control would be far from adequate or complete. 


The fact remains that in the interest of good, sound 
government and the taxpayer, the need for recapture 
of Federal expenditure control can be documented. 
It is no exaggeration to say it is urgent. 


If you accept this premise, and concede the failure 
and shortcomings of previous proposals, what ele- 
ments are required for the development of a concrete 
ahd comprehensive new approach? 


Such a revitalized approach would require effort 
in three broad general areas: (1) legislative, (2) ap- 
propriations and (3) administrative. More specifically : 


In the legislative area, new legislation should be 
watched vigilantly and any effort to by-pass expendi- 
ture control either by evading the appropriation 
process, or otherwise, should be opposed. Moreover, 
repeal of such devices existing under present legisla- 
tion should be urged. Organizations such as those 
represented here could be extremely useful in origi- 
nating and continuing such a campaign. 


An amendment to the Legislative Reorganization 
Act of 1946 might be considered to require each 
standing committee of the Congress to establish a 
subcommittee for continuous review of existing legis- 
lation within the committee’s jurisdiction for repeal 
and modification in the interest of economy and effi- 
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ciency. Such a subcommittee would be available for 
consideration of proposals to repeal or modify legis- 
lation destructive of expenditure control. 


If every account through which expenditures are 
to be made were included in the appropriation bills, 
and if the appropriation bills placed an annual limi- 
tation on expenditures for each account, a long step 
would be taken in returning expenditure control to 
Congress. 


Lies With The People 


The expenditures for the year could be added up, 
and the total could be compared with revenue esti- 
mates. It would be a great contribution in the interest 
of intelligent consideration of fiscal legislation on 
both sides of the budget. Congress and the country 
would know whether there was to be a deficit or a 
surplus. 


The Appropriations Committees could adopt this 
procedure without legislation if they would. But if 
they would not do it otherwise, it could be required 
by a resolution establishing such a joint House-Senate 
rule. 


Continuing efforts to this end are still useful and 
highly worthwhile. 


In the executive or administrative area, there is 
need for improved planning procedure under which 
contracting and spending agencies would coordinate 
their delivery dates with the availability of funds as 
estimated by the fiscal agencies. 


Much of the requirement for increasing the debt 
ceiling at this time results from the fact that large 
expenditures are required in seasons when the revenue 
is low. Proper timing of expenditures is very definitely 
an objective in expenditure control. Failure in this 
respect requires huge increases in the debt requiring 
additional interest costs. 


Of course, the best and surest way to control Fed- 
eral expenditures is not to authorize costly programs 
and projects, and an awful lot of those authorized 
are definitely nonessential. 


But this is another matter involving another kind 
of control. It lies directly with the will of the people. 
They may be sure that few members of Congress will 
vote for programs and projects, or the expenditures 
they require, if the majority of their constituents op- 
poses them. If the majority favors them, under our 
form of government, we must impose the taxes or 
raise the debt and spend the money. 














